Background
Canada currently lacks a formal national early literacy strategy or network, which has resulted in many programs operating in isolation from each other. While the literacy needs of communities across Canada vary, there are many programs with common goals and challenges. This research enhances understanding of early childhood literacy programs, which will help establish national goals, best practices and networks of support and communication.
Literature Review
It has been established that literacy is linked to health, employability, and income (Grenier, 2008; Canadian Language & Literacy Research Network (CLLRN), 2009; McCain, Mustard, Shanker & Stuart, 2007) . While there are many types and definitions of literacy, UNESCO proposed the following as a working definition to encapsulate the diverse literacies needed to function in today's society: "Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to develop their knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in their community and wider society" (UNESCO, 2004,13) . Additionally, the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) has defined literacy as: "the ability to understand and employ printed information in daily activities at home, at work and in the community -to achieve one's goals and to develop one's knowledge and potential" (as cited in the CLLRN, 2009, p. 11) . According to the OECD definition of literacy more than 42 % of Canadians do not have adequate literacy skills for succeeding in Canadian society (CLLRN, 2009, p.11) .
The return on investment (ROI) for early childhood development is well-established. For every $1 spent on early learning and child care, at least $2 of economic benefit is returned, whether as tax dollars or decreased social, educational, and health costs (Cleveland & Kashinsky, 2004; Dodge, 2003; CLLRN, 2009) . Investing in development while children are young is more cost effective than at other stages of development since the effects of investing in learning during this stage of brain development are multiplicative, and set the physiological and social foundation for future learning (Dodge, 2003; Halfon, Shulman & Hochstein, 2001) . The impacts are also intergenerational, as programs encourage literacy practices for both children and their parents.
A 2008 study of Grade 3 and Grade 6 students in Ontario found that approximately 30% of students lacked the literacy skills associated with their age (Education Quality and Accountability Office, 2008) . While the early years do not define a child's future, current research indicates that it is during the first years of life that children develop the foundation of literacy and language skills, making those years crucial to early development. As a result, investment in early literacy and child development helps create strong foundations for future generations.
Research Methods
An online survey comprised of forty-nine questions, both qualitative and quantitative, was distributed via email to 200 Canadian early literacy organizations. The survey covered five key areas: program details, funding, outreach and partnerships, and research practices and concluded be asking participants to share the primary challenges and successes their program has experienced. A French translation of the survey was prepared and distributed to French programs operating across Canada. In total 58 completed surveys were returned. Responses were received from every province. While only one survey was returned from the territories, the program that completed the survey operates in Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut.
Key Findings

Funding
The programs surveyed are doing an excellent job of supporting early literacy development in their communities; their programs are full and expanding, and they are establishing key partnerships in the process. However, lack of funds impacts their program delivery. Lack of sustainable funding prohibits them from fully meeting their community needs, whether in terms of staffing levels, staff training, or expanding services to times or places where potential participants could participate. Given that literacy is an issue of regional and national importance, government funding of early literacy programs is a sound economic, social, and political investment. It is worth noting that only 9% (5) of survey respondents indicated that they receive federal funding.
Access
Of the programs surveyed, 81.03 % (47) indicated that their program was universal. Indeed, 60% of children considered "vulnerable" come from upper or middle class backgrounds (CLLRN, 2009, p. 17) , so universal programs are important in responding to need. These approaches need to be coupled with targeted programs, however, as often the most socially or economically vulnerable are least likely to benefit from universal programs (Japel, 2009; McCain et al, 2007) . As well, most programs surveyed are accessible, either through hospital or medical-based settings or via public libraries. Providing long-term, sustainable and flexible funding that supports programs established in their communities yet also allows them to respond to identified needs, is a first step.
Staff training
As new research and strategies emerge and community needs change, early childhood literacy practitioners need to develop their skills to meet new needs. Staff capacity was cited as a key challenge for programs in Canada, and some respondents expressed the need for more formalized training. While ongoing training can be difficult to obtain, especially for part time staff and volunteers, it is a necessary part of effective programming. Training can support and impact the quality of programming. As established in the literature, the quality of interaction between caregiver and child influences the impact of learning (Makin, 2006 CLLRN, 2009 Japel, 2009 ).
Promotion
One of the key challenges noted by many survey respondents was promotion and outreach, specifically to community members who are isolated or at risk. At the same time, survey respondents also noted difficulty reaching community members not traditionally categorized as "at risk". While programs may strive to be inclusive and offer services universally, there are many factors that may prevent specific community members from recognizing the value of, being able to attend, or feeling welcomed.
Network
The lack of a cohesive network of early childhood literacy practitioners in Canada limits the possibility for collaboration. While many programs and practitioners have developed relationships with local organizations, there is little communication between municipalities and across provinces. In addition to the possibility of greater resource sharing, such as joint book purchases, an established network would allow for greater communication. A network would allow practitioners to work towards collective goals. In the discussion on research it was noted that many practitioners have limited opportunity to participate in research due to time restraints and lack of funding. Dialogue between programs and organizations would open greater opportunities for research to be shared and goals for future research to be established. There are many formats a national network could include, such as a listserv to connect programs and practitioners with shared goals, challenges or communities. While a national conference would provide opportunities for practitioners to share knowledge and collaborate, a successful network would extend these opportunities beyond one event.
Implications for Further Research
This study identifies several areas within the field of early childhood literacy and development that require further research. Funding and resource sharing in particular require further in depth exploration. An understanding of whether programs share resources at a community-level or between programs of similar structure (through library networks, for example, or with other rural programs), could help establish best practices and expand upon the current work being done. In order to do so, further exploration of past initiatives as well as future possibilities must occur. Both funding and resource sharing may contribute to the greater development of long-term sustainable initiatives. While there is a need for further research exploring early childhood development and the impact of specific literacy practices there is also a need for further efforts to close the gap between research and policy and practice. The formal adoption and support for a set of best practices could facilitate this process.
